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Eliciting stories of gender-transformative change: Investigating the
effectiveness of question prompt formulations in qualitative gender

assessments

Abstract

Evaluations of gender equality initiatives in development programs traditionally
assess cognitive dimensions such as knowledge, attitudes, and awareness; and
often rely solely on women’s perspectives. Leveraging story-based evaluation
methods, this article addresses the assessment of complex gender-transformations
and focuses on effective question prompts to elicit significant and meaningful
narratives of change from both women and men. An assessment process in
collaboration with a development program team in Cambodia, led to a set of criteria
for considering the quality of respondent stories and testing the efficacy of four
different question prompts (n=176): verb-, value-, sphere-, and theme-based.
Highlighting aspects of embodiment, the study suggests that verb-based prompts
were the most effective at eliciting stories that reflect diverse experiences of both
women and men in processes of gender-transformation. Findings from our analysis
can support evaluators to balance simplicity and specificity of questions in assessing

the unique experiences of individuals undergoing complex change.

Introduction

Over the last decade, efforts to promote gender equality have become increasingly

nuanced, focusing on changes within households, workplaces and in the public
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sphere (Cornwall and Rivas, 2015). Within this context, programs in the international
development sector are aiming to address structural gender inequalities and
empower women alongside and within development interventions (Cornwall and
Rivas, 2015; Rao and Kelleher, 2005). This trend is mirrored in the private and public
sectors spurred on by campaigns for gender parity, equal pay, and ending gender-
based violence (World Economic Forum, 2019). Such an approach is referred to as
‘gender-transformative’, aiming to transform traditional structures, beliefs and
practices of masculinity and femininity and fostering an entirely new perspective of

gender equality (Cornwall and Rivas, 2015).

For program evaluators investigating gender-transformative change, a core concern
is identifying and describing the lived experiences of individuals and how these
experiences relate to programs. However, the process of monitoring and evaluating
gender outcomes is complex, nuanced, and contextual. There are several reasons
for this. First, gendered outcomes associated with interventions can relate to
changes in gender equality at individual, relational or structural levels (Carrard et al.,
2013; Rowlands, 1995). In addition, the outcomes often intersect with other
compounding factors such as race, age, and status, and are different for individuals
of different genders (Collins, 2015). This can include aspects such as participation,
voice, decision-making, leadership, social norms, and gender roles. Gender equality
also must be contextually interpreted (Mohanty, 1984) and it remains difficult to

formulate standardised questions that would apply to a range of contexts.

To simplify the evaluation process, many studies speak only to women participants,
speak to female and male participants about women’s experiences, or focus on pre-

selected outcomes that are easily described and understood (MacArthur et al.,
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2021). However, in a topic as structural, personal, and nuanced as gender equality,
these simplifications have been observed to lead to a fragmented understanding of
the embodied experiences of changing gender dynamics (Cornwall and Rivas,

2015).

One approach that addresses these challenges is story-based evaluations, where
participants craft their own narratives of change which are shared with program
evaluators. This can include longer narrative-based research which uses processes
of oral histories and narrative inquiry, and the use of micro-narratives, which capture
short descriptions of change (Bamberg, 2006). However, existing examples of story-
based gender equality studies remain resource intensive and data quality is
inconsistent even with face-to-face facilitation (Bakhache et al., 2017; Bartels et al.,

2019; Willetts et al., 2013).

The research presented in this article explores key methodological considerations in
designing and using prompts to elicit stories focused on gender dynamics. Prompt
design is a critical factor in ensuring that participants both understand and can
respond to the line of questioning, and that responses reflect the realms of interest to
the assessor or researcher (Smyth, 2016; Yin, 2015). This challenge is particularly
pertinent at the time of writing this paper, given limited face-to-face interactions
during the COVID-19 pandemic, which has led many evaluators to adopt

asynchronous forms of assessment, including self-administered questionnaires.

The article begins with an introduction to the concepts of gender-transformations and
embodiment, as critical considerations within studies of personal transformations.
Then the paper summarises the components of participatory action research which

underpinned this study—a case study conducted in partnership with a civil society
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organisation in Cambodia. Each of the four identified question prompts are
introduced, followed by a framework to judge the performance of the prompts. Next,
the article presents and reflects on the strengths, limitations, and applicability of the
four different prompt designs to elicit stories of gender equality. Lastly, the paper
discusses both conceptual and methodological considerations for future studies on

gender-transformative changes in the international development sector and beyond.

Gender equality as transformation and embodiment

Exploration of methodological issues in eliciting gendered change requires us first to
consider what the article means by ‘gender equality’. The global goals of gender
equality and women’s empowerment as articulated in the Beijing Platform for Action
(United Nations, 1995) and subsequent Millennium and Sustainable Development
Goals (UN General Assembly, 2015) provide a guideline towards a world in which
communities are more equal for individuals of different genders. In these goals,
gender equality is an outcome of equality and empowerment towards a
transformation of society towards “equal rights, responsibilities and opportunities of

women and men and girls and boys” (UN Women, 2001:1).

Acting on these global mandates, interventions which seek to overcome gender
inequalities adopt, often implicitly, one of three equality strategies (Rees, 1998).
These strategies shape not only programmatic activities, but also the approaches
adopted to monitor and evaluate change. One strategy highlights sameness, in
which equality is achieved by women entering traditionally male-dominated domains.
This conception of gender equality is often assessed through changes in gender
parity. A second strategy identifies equality as difference, where women and men

are equally valued and celebrated for their differences. This is often explored through
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changes in the roles that women and men play in society as well as changes in the
valuing for non-traditional roles. The third strategy identifies equality as
transformation, in which programs aim to transform the structures and norms which
govern traditional gender dynamics (Rees, 1998). This third more radical modality is
often articulated as a gender-transformative approach (Cornwall and Rivas, 2015;
Kabeer, 1994) and new strategies are required to better engage its complexity and

nuance.

One lens that has relevance for describing and articulating the contextual nuances of
gender-transformative change is that of embodiment. Theories of embodiment claim
the importance of a holistic understanding of the person with regards to body, mind,
emotions, context, and relationships (Merleau-Ponty, 1962). These aspects resonate
strongly with discussions of the ‘gendered self’, in which physical differences form
the foundation for structural gender inequalities (Mason, 2018). Much of the
extensive literature on gender equality focuses on aspects of cognitive agency such
as decision-making, knowledge, control, and autonomy (Ibrahim and Alkire, 2007;
Kabeer, 1999; MacArthur et al., 2021). These are all critical aspects, but often do not
capture embodied experiences — the ways in which “bodies reproduce and

sometimes challenge gendered power dynamics” (Mason, 2018: 95).

This paper proposes that by prompting respondents to describe their own embodied
experiences, evaluators can begin to untangle the complexity of the cognitive,
physical, emotional, contextual, and relational aspects of gender-transformation. The
ability of prompts to leverage embodied experience emerged as a finding from this
study, as the iterative process of prompt design and analysis generated insights

about the performance of prompts against design criteria. As such, the article



EFFECTIVE QUESTION PROMPTS IN GENDER ASSESSMENTS 7

introduce ideas of embodiment here to support linear engagement with the article’s
analysis, noting that embodiment is most relevant to the final tested prompt (verb-
based). Findings with reference to embodiment theory are discussed at the end of

the paper.

Research Approach

This evaluation research explored both conceptual and methodological challenges of
gender equality evaluations by focusing on four unique prompts to investigate
gender-transformations for staff of an international development program. To
investigate the efficacy of a range of prompts, the research team selected self-
administered micronarrative story collection through text and audio submissions. In
contrast to traditional forms of narrative inquiry which rely on semi-structured
interviews (Adler et al., 2017), micronarratives were deemed an ideal method for
prompt exploration as there is no opportunity to probe deeper or further explore
responses with participants (Bartels et al., 2019; van der Merwe et al., 2019). The
primary research was conducted during the COVID-19 pandemic (July - October

2020), thus reinforcing the value of self-administered approaches.

The research was conducted in collaboration with iDE Cambodia — an international
civil society organization with long-term presence in Cambodia. The study was
embedded within the SMSUS3, operating in six rural provinces, and supporting the
promotion and sale of latrines through private enterprises. The program has adopted
a gender mainstreaming approach under the Water for Women Fund and therefore
our study focused on gendered changes for staff members. The lead author

facilitated the research process remotely in collaboration with two research
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assistants and coordination support from the program leadership in Cambodia. All
field-based staff of the SMSU3 program were invited to participate in the study, and
several opted out of participating for a total of 204 participants. The participants of
the study all had at least secondary education and had medium to high levels of
literacy. This is unique to the documented experiences of gender equality studies
using micronarratives which have been more common with individuals with low

levels of literacy (Bartels et al., 2019).

The study was approved by the University of Technology Sydney’s Human Research
Ethics Committee (UTS HREC ETH19-4343), prior to the start of the research. The
ethical approval included all components of the study. As gender topics can be
sensitive, and domestic violence is prevalent in Cambodia/, the research team
prepared a distress protocol and made connections with relevant feminist
organizations for support. All participants were given the opportunity to opt-in to the
research and were advised that they were not required to participate, nor would non-
participation reflect poorly on them or their work. Participants were informed that the
purpose of their contribution was not only to understand their own experiences of the
program, but also to help other researchers better ask questions about gendered

experiences.

Design thinking-inspired process of data collection

The data collection process consisted of a series of collaborative workshops,
reviews, narrative collection, interviews, and observations as summarised in Figure 1
and Table 1. The process was inspired by the three common phases in design

thinking (IDEO, 2015): ‘hear’, ‘create’ and ‘deliver’ and adapted to our use-case. This
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model is a simplified conception of the actual process, which was inherently iterative

and complex.

[Near here: Figure 1]

[Near here: Table 1]

Prompt analysis and assessment

The assessment explored the efficacy of each prompt against the set of criteria
identified during the HEAR phase. These criteria will be further explored in a later
section of the paper. To assess the prompts through their elicited narratives,
micronarrative survey responses were compiled in Airtable along with researcher
observations and reflections of the survey facilitation. This process enabled each
prompt to be reviewed individually and comparatively against each of the four
criteria. Analysis was conducted initially by the lead author and then discussed by

the research team to ensure coherence and evidence-based insights.

Limitations

This study should be interpreted within its contextual and pragmatic limitations. First,
the unique context in Cambodia brings specific gender and social norms. For
example, although women often participate in the workforce, there are strong gender
codes which govern gender dynamics (Brickell, 2011; Ledgerwood, 1990). The
program was also focused on improving sanitation, which historically is also a male-
dominated subsector of development programming (Willetts et al., 2010). Second, it
should be noted that by directly asking about change, the study pre-supposed that

some change had occurred for the staff members. Future iterations of a narrative
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survey could include skip logic for participants reporting that they have experienced
no change. Lastly, the iterative co-design process and pragmatic objectives of the
study led to unequal sampling of each of the four prompt designs. Through a
commitment in working in collaboration and creating useful results for the case study
program the evalution prioritised quality stories. Therefore, the sphere-based prompt
was not repeated, leading to a lower number of responses. Future studies could use
a more even sampling distribution to explore if the patterns identified in this study

remain salient.

Design criteria: Dimensions of ‘good’ narratives

In alignment with design-thinking processes, the research began by formulating a set
of dimensions which operated both as 1) guidelines to support the design of prompts
and 2) as assessment criteria through which to explore the efficacy of participant
narratives for generating insights about gender-transformative change. The process
can be described as an ‘after-action-review’ in which an intervention is reviewed and
refined against its initial objectives. The four criteria, described in Table 2, were
derived primarily from the design workshops, which began this research, with inputs
and refinements throughout the design and testing processes. Within the workshops,
the criteria emerged from the evaluative objectives of the narrative collection: to
gather quality and personal stories which described significant changes related to
gender equality and associated with the gender mainstreaming intervention. The

criteria will be further elaborated within the assessment section of this paper.

Prompt Design: Four testable prompts

Drawing on the systematic review, semantic review, rapid pilot, and pilot reflection
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interviews, the paper now introduces each of the four prompts and the design
features that emerged from our reviews. For clarity this section includes some

methodological aspects to best represent the design process.

The literature review identified a variety of terms used to direct participants towards
discussing differences in individual's experiences: changes, effects, impacts,
outcomes, experiences, learnings, improvements, and testimonials. The study
selected ‘changes’ as the simplest and most commonly used word within the
literature based on learnings from the rapid pilot. This aligns with the Most Significant

Change (MSC) approach (Davies and Dart, 2005).

The semantic review explored the phrasing used to draw out stories in both MSC
(Davies and Dart, 2005) and Sensemaker (van der Merwe et al., 2019) story
elicitation, the two most common narrative approaches in evaluation. Phrasing such
as ‘share an example’, ‘talk about your experience’, ‘describe what happened’, ‘talk
about an experience that illustrates’, ‘tell a story’, ‘provide a story’ was common in
the 23 prompts reviewed. However, the rapid pilot interviews suggested that the
words ‘story’ and ‘example’, were potentially confusing, with both possibly connoting
fictional events within the Cambodian context. Therefore, the study selected wording
related to personal experience and ‘what happened’ in collaboration with Khmer-

speaking colleagues.

Building on these insights from the reviews and piloting, the study also investigated
best practices related to retrospective self-reporting of changes (Lam and Bengo
2003). This literature suggests that breaking the questions into four parts can
increase accuracy and reliability of the stories: 1) what changed? 2) what were

things like before? 3) what are things like now? and 4) why did this happen? This
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format allows participants to reflect on their own pre-and post-status and then to

clarify the direction, extent, and mechanisms of change.

Lastly, after the rapid pilot the study adapted the phrasing of the prompts to clarify
the context of change as situated in personal experiences of gender equality. The
rapid pilot led to stories which 1) described the current challenges, rather than
changes, 2) identified changes un-related to gender equality, and 3) explored
changes that were not deemed significant to the respondents. To mitigate these
issues, the final assessed prompts included a brief definition of gender equality" and
the phrase “the most significant change for you personally, related to gender
equality” to guide participants to discuss their own significant experiences of change
about gender equality. This wording is strongly aligned with the Most Significant

Change approach (Davies and Dart, 2005).

To provide further context and clarity to each story and to strengthen interpretation in
alignment with the intent of the storytellers, the evaluation team also designed a
series of short-answer and multiple-choice questions to confirm the meaning and
significance of the story and elucidating details such as the types of people involved,
and how the story made one feel. These questions were included after the stories
sharing section of the micronarrative survey in a similar manner to Sensemaker

studies (van der Merwe et al., 2019).

Each of the four prompts are summarised in Table 3 and briefly described below.

[Near here: Table 3]

Value-based prompt - positive and negative stories of change

In the first prompt design, the evaluation directly solicited both positive and negative
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stories of change related to the program. This objective was identified during the
design workshops with a specific focus on unintended programmatic outcomes.
Uncovering unintended outcomes has important implications for the do-no-harm
policies which are core to gender equality programs. The word ‘value’ adopts
Jabeen’s (2018) phrasing, which identified three value-types of unintended program

outcomes: positive, neutral, and negative.

This approach was the third most common modality identified in the literature review
(Altenbuchner et al. 2017; Narain 2014; Larson et al. 2018) and specifically aims to
identify potential problematic unintended outcomes (Jabeen 2018). Identifying and
understanding negative effects is important for program managers of gender equality
programming where unintended impacts can lead to domestic violence or backlash
(Kabeer 2001). The Most Significant Change literature recommends the inclusion of
specific negative change question to ensure that unintended outcomes are identified
as “90 to 95 percent of significant change stories tend to be about positive change”

(Davies and Dart 2005: 19).

For this prompt, participants were first asked about a positive change and then were
given the option to share a negative story of change. Emoticons were used

alongside the words positive and negative to reinforce intent.

Sphere-based prompt — stories about changes in different spheres of life

In the second prompt design, the study sought narratives related to the locations in
which change can take place, with an objective of understanding the extent to which
change has impacted other aspects of life outside of the workplace. This effect has

been articulated as capability expansion (Keleher, 2014; Sen, 1990) or as the
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spillover effect with transformations spilling over from one sphere of life to another
(Kabeer, 2005). While this particular approach was not found in the literature review,
it has been used by scholars and theorists in articulating the zones in which change

can occur (Carrard et al., 2013; Rowlands, 1997).

For this prompt option, participants were shown a set of four digital location cards
highlighting changes inside oneself, in the home, in the workplace and in the
community. The cards included both Khmer text and a cartoon graphic. Participants
were requested to select one card, which represented the sphere in which they had
seen the most significant changes related to gender equality and associated with the

program.

Theme-based prompts — stories responding to pre-selected themes

In the third prompt design, the evaluation pre-selected themes to guide participants
towards specific and known changes. The themes were selected based on
commonly associated changes for staff of sanitation programs (Carrard et al., 2013)
and in collaboration with program leadership. Identifying themes appropriate for both

women and men was a particularly challenging aspect of this prompt.

Based on our systematic review, this prompt design is the most used of the four

within literature (see for example: Leahy et al., 2017; Price et al., 2018; Waffi, 2017;
Willan et al., 2020). However, in these examples researchers often preselected two
or three themes to study, rather than allowing participants to select which themes to

discuss.

For this prompt, participants were requested to spend time reviewing sets of digital

cards which included both Khmer text and cartoon graphics. Participants were then
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asked to select one card to discuss through their micronarrative.
Verb-based prompts — using active words to elicit stories in different domains

Aiming to elicit further stories of personal change, the fourth prompt asked
participants to reflect on a set of six verb-based changes and leveraging concepts of
embodiment. After the rapid pilot, it became clear that a prompt that simplified
language that was accessible for both women and men, could be an interesting and
valuable counterpoint to the thematic approach. Drawing on the foundation of
embodiment literature, the study identified six verbs to reflect different embodied

states relevant to gendered experiences.

These verbs aligned with conceptual domains common in gender equality work. The
identification of verbs arose from development of a conceptual framework used in
the quantitative analysis of gendered change for WASH programs — the WASH-GEM
(Carrard et al., 2022). The WASH-GEM includes five domains which were clarified
through verbs for program teams: resources (have and know), agency and structures
(do and speak), critical consciousness (think), and wellbeing (feel). The verbs do not
capture the full breadth of concepts from the WASH-GEM domains, but offer a

simple approach to engage with a set of conceptually complex dimensions.

For this prompt, participants were asked to select one card from a set of six digital

verb-based change cards. Each card included Khmer text and a cartoon graphic.

Prompt assessment against the design criteria

Building on the four criteria identified to represent ‘good’ stories (Table 2), this paper

now turns to explore how the prompts performed. For clarity, this section includes
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brief descriptions of the methodological analysis processes used to assess these

aspects.

[Near here: Table 2]

Focused: Narratives related to gender equality

The first assessment criterion highlights the necessity that narratives actually
describe changes in gender equality in alignment with the evaluation questions and
purpose. During the rapid piloting, the question prompts did not directly include the
phrase ‘gender equality’, to avoid prescriptive or normative conceptualizations and
instead relied on gender-related themes, such as respect and confidence. However,
this led to confusion, for example responses about respecting authority and elders.
Therefore, the tested prompts all included brief descriptions of gender equality (pre-
prompt) to ensure that narratives collected were focused to the main premise of the
evaluation. Once steps were taken to include a brief description of gender equality
within the prompts, all prompts were successful in collecting gender-equality focused
narratives. Excluding the blank and non-coherent stories, the remaining stories were

focused on narratives of gender equality.

Although gender equality remains a highly contextualized concept, our analysis
suggests that overall research participants had similar conceptual models of equality
to one another and overall saw changes towards equality as positive. However, this
could be because the majority of the collected stories were positive, despite
specifically seeking negative stories. The evaluation team surmised that the
relatively similar mental models of gender equality within our sample was directly

related to the impact of the program. All staff members had participated in the same
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gender mainstreaming training, which discussed concepts of gender equality in detail

and share a particular normative view of gender equality.

Personal: Narratives of experienced change

The extent to which narratives were connected to personal experiences rather than
perceived or observed experiences (non-personal) is highlighted in Figure 2. The
evaluation aimed to collect first-person stories to improve trustworthiness and validity
in the stories. The proximity of the storyteller to the story was identified by coding the
verbs within each narrative. Where applicable, this was informed by each
respondent’s response to multiple choice questions about who was involved in the
story. Verbs of observation are illustrated in light grey, while verbs of personal
experience are in darker colours. An example of a non-personal story is included in

Box 1.

The verb-based approach performed the best in capturing personal stories of change
(90%), while the sphere-based performed the worst (only 20% of the stories were
personal). Additionally, as illustrated in Figure 2, the types of stories elicited were
explored based on the main verb used within the story. The verb-based prompt, in
alignment with its main design objective, was most effective at eliciting a breadth of

experiential stories.

[Near here: Figure 2]

[Near here: Box 1]

Programmatic: Narratives associated with program interventions

The second critieron explores the strength of the connection of the narrative to the
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gender mainstreaming intervention. The evaluation aimed to elicit narratives of
change which were influenced by the intervention. The extent to which the program
was percieved to incluence change, was coded by the researcher focusing on the
sub-question ‘why did this change happen?’, which was included in all four prompt
designs. If a respondent described both general societal changes and program
activities, this was coded as a medium connection. An example of a non-

programmatic story is included in Box 2.

As can be seen in Figure 3, the verb-based prompt was the most successful in
collecting programmatic stories, while the theme was the least successful. The
sphere-based prompts were as effective as the verb-based prompts in eliciting

stories somewhat or strongly connected to the program.

[Near here: Figure 3]

[Near here: Box 2]

Coherent: Narratives that include enough detail to analyse

The third area of assessment reviews the coherence of the story from an evaluative
perspective. As with any evaluation, the quality of the data elicited from respondents
is directly connected with the ability of an evaluator to conduct an assessment. Story
coherence was coded based on the presence of five aspects commonly associated
with narrative storytelling: who, what, where, when, and why. The presence of an
aspect is illustrated with a zero-to-five-star coding process, with one star awarded for
each described aspect. Examples of stories with one, three, and five stars are
included in Box 3. These scores are often, but not always, related to the length of the

story; stories were an average of 142 words long (after transcription and translation
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into English).

As illustrated in Figure 4, the verb-based prompt also performed the best at
collecting stories that incorporate all five aspects. However, when comparing four-

and five-star stories, all but the theme-based prompt performed similarly.
[Near here: Figure 4]

[Near here: Box 3]

Reflections on the efficacy of each prompt

The study will now reflect on the efficacy of each prompt, synthesising the results

and reflections with regards to each prompts’ particular objective.
Value-based prompt

Although the value-based prompt was successful in eliciting personal stories, it did
not effectively elicit negative stories of change — which was its main objective. Most
respondents did not share a negative story and instead used the opportunity to share
a second positive story, or to reiterate their first story. Value was also explored for all
four prompts in the survey section just after the story-sharing, by asking participants
to respond to two multiple choice questions.V Ninety-seven percent (155/169) of
total responses elicited feelings of ‘happy and ‘very happy’, with only one response
eliciting ‘unhappy’ and one ‘sad’. Drawing on researcher coding of the value of the
stories, the theme-based prompt was the most effective at exploring negative

changes.

While in this pilot, the value-based prompt and the whole study more broadly, were

not successful at eliciting unintended outcomes, the results highlight the difficulty in
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eliciting negative stories, a problem recognized in our semantic review (Davies and
Dart, 2005). However, this finding is in contrast to other with studies from our
literature review which did not have the same challenges in soliciting negative stories
of change. These studies used prompts such as “tell me about the negative effects
of organic farming on women” (Altenbuchner et al., 2017) or asking about personal
wellbeing in post-conflict situations and following up with “how does this story make
you feel?” (Roupetz et al., 2020). As these example prompts were very similar to our
prompt designs and the inclusion of a bespoke prompt to collect negative impacts,
these results suggests that the context may have hindered sharing of negative
impacts. The studies that more effectively elicited negative stories took place in India
(Altenbuchner et al., 2017), Pakistan (Asghar et al., 2018) and with Syrian refugees

in Lebanon (Roupetz et al., 2020).

Upon further reflection, the team has explored if the “honour and shame” culture in
Cambodia precludes the sharing of negative stories. In such a culture, individuals
are not prone to share negative reflections without significant probing and rapport-
building (Ledgerwood, 1990). This is even more pronounced in internal evaluations,
where respondents, even anonymously, are less open to sharing challenges.
Nonetheless, a lack of negative stories does not imply that negative experiences are

not occurring.

Sphere-based prompt

In a similar manner to the counter-intuitive result of the value-based prompts,
sphere-based prompts were less effective at eliciting a diversity of story locations.
Additionally, the inclusion of the 'self as a sphere of change was perhaps

misunderstood as it did not elicit the stories around cognitive or personal changes as
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intended within the survey. Each prompt also included a multiple-choice question, to
further understand the location of change: “who else was involved in this change?”,
which included location-specific wording around work, community, and family.
Uniquely, the other three prompts were more effective at identifying changes that
have spread to home and the community, yet all the sphere-based responses

focused on work-related change.

As the sphere-based prompt was not as successful at exploring the expansion of
change into other realms as the other prompts, our results suggest that using
physical locations as prompts may lead participants to reflect on the activities they
observe within locations and not on their own experiences in the physical space.
Nonetheless, much has been written about the value of exploring gendered space
(McDowell, 1999) and the gender divisions of spheres (Rosaldo et al., 1974). The
cultural, social, and ultimately structural significance of gendered space reinforces
the importance of investigating change across multiple arenas — either directly as a

prompt or through follow-up questions.

Theme-based prompt

While the responses to the theme-based prompts were less personal, they provided
value in expanding and enriching the program’s understanding of foreseen (intended
and unintended) outcomes. The theme-based prompts led respondents to focus
more on changes they were seeing in colleagues and family members, rather than
on their own experiences of change. The evaluation team believe this is because the
visuals generated unique connections with participants’ day to day observations of
change. This prompt also included the largest cluster of negative stories. To further

understand the breadth of changes that all four prompts elicited, themes were coded
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to the other three prompt responses, by the research team. However, this analysis
process was complex, with themes overlapping and intersecting in almost all stories
of change. The analysis led to the development of personas to represent the types of

changes rather than traditional thematic analysis.

Our study revealed the tension between breadth and depth within thematic
investigations. Examples in the literature rely on a smaller set (between one and five)
of pre-selected themes within the context of in-depth interviews or focus group
discussions and based on programmatic theories of change. It was also difficult to
ensure the same themes for women and men, as wording became complicated. The
theme-based prompt was also unable to capture nuances such as ‘changes in
confidence to speak with women’in contrast to the card which read ‘changes in
confidence for women’. However, the theme-based prompt was effective at eliciting
stories, which were simpler to cluster and analyse, in contrast to conducting thematic
analysis with the other three prompts. The use of micronarratives allowed for a wider
number of participants and the inclusion of a larger number of themes, but this may

not always be practical.

Verb-based prompt

The responses to the verb-based prompt reflected a wide range of personal changes
across all spheres and types of change, highlighting the effectiveness of verbs in
soliciting diverse narratives as well as embodied change. A low number of
respondents (38%) believed that others were also experiencing their change (the
lowest of all four prompts), which suggests that this prompt was able to capture a
much more diverse and nuanced breadth of responses. The verb-based prompt was

also the most successful in capturing changes within the home. This prompt was,
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however, less effective at identing unintended outcomes, indicating an opportunity
for future research. Comparisons of the verb-based prompt’s objective to collect a
range of personal experiences was conducted by coding the verbs that occurred
within each story. As illustrated previously in Figure 2, the verb-based prompt was
the most effective, despite being unable to elicit a story about a change in what ‘you

have’.

The simplicity yet specificity of this verb-based prompt, led to a breadth of
responses. However, such diversity required more time and resources for data
analysis as noted above. Little has been written about the value of verb-based
prompts, outside best practice recommendations for qualitative interviews in keeping
prompts short, concise, and free from academic jargon. For example, Patton (2002)
describes a prompt design approach which reviews the experiences, opinions,
feelings, knowledge, and sensations of participants in the past, present, or projected
into the future (Patton, 2002: 351-352). Additionally, the verb-based prompt also
loosely align with aspects of Empathy Mapping, an interview and analysis tool used
frequently in user experience design research (Gray, 2013). Our case study
suggests that verb-based prompts are effective, because they are easily accessible

to participants and reduce the number of possible response iterations.

Reflections on embodiment and future research

Embodiment as a lens to interpret gender-transformations

The article now considers the usefulness of embodiment as a lens through which to
explore gender-transformations. Our interest in embodiment arose from reflections

on why the verb-based prompts performed significantly better than the other three
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tested prompts. Not only did it collect results that more closely aligned with the
prompt intent and evaluation purpose, but the verb-based prompts were most
effective in eliciting personal, programmatic, and coherent stories of change. The
analysis identified two reasons why embodiment is a useful lens for qualitative
assessments of gender-transformations: first, that embodiment is not just women-
focused, and second, that it was easiest for participants to understand and respond

to the questions.

The evaluation of gender-transformations requires a tool to elicit stories which
captures each individual’'s engagement with change. Embodiment centres on change
within the gendered person, recognizing that not only women, but also men,
experience change in a transforming environment (Mason 2018). This highlights the
ability and responsibility for each individual to become actors of change through
processes of critical consciousness (Freire 1970); broadening the narrative of
women’s empowerment which dominates thinking in the gender equality sector
(Cornwall and Rivas 2015). For all prompts, except for the verb-based example,
participants discussed the actions and behaviours of others (often women), rather

than their own experiences.

The evaluation of gender-transformations requires a tool to simply direct participants
to engage with a breadth of possible outcomes. Embodiment, and in particular our
usage of embodiment as action verbs, simplifies a range of experiences into a set of
six easily recognizable activities. These actions align with the physical, cognitive,
emotional, and relational components of embodiment theory (Merleau-Ponty 1962);
while also aligning with aspects of gender equality including resources, agency,

structures, and wellbeing. Yet this approach circumvents the academic language,
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which is not appropriate in many research environments. The sphere- and value-
based prompts did not elicit a breadth of outcomes, and the theme-based prompt
required more time for respondents to digest the content and select a card, with

implications to respondent fatigue and need for additional time and resources.

Implications for evaluators

Evaluators exploring themes of gender-transformation and in particular changes for
both women and men are faced with the challenge of asking good questions. Our
study has proposed that ‘good’ questions guide respondents to discuss both
foreseen and unforeseen outcomes and are not prescriptive. Our study suggests that
evaluators can use verb-based question prompts to elicit rich and personal stories of
change with program beneficiaries and staff. This approach may also be valuable for
other complex topics such as resilience to climate change and market systems
change. Additionally, the study has highlighted the usefulness of visual cues through
cards and emoticons can help guide respondents to discuss the topic of their choice

and open more opportunities to identify unintended outcomes.

The extent to which gender-transformations were discussed by participants may
have been influenced by the shared definitions of gender equality between
participants as a result of gender training. For evaluations exploring gender-related
change in programs where this has not occurred, further prompt testing and co-
design would be required to ensure that the prompts are not inadvertently

normalising equality and therefore limiting the evaluation insights.

Directions for future scholarship

Few studies have explored how prompts and question formulations impact
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qualitative studies and further research could beneficially explore the salience of our
findings in other contexts. For example, future studies could explore wider
geographic diversity and the use of a range of prompts in different types of gender
mainstreaming programming. Studies could also leverage other methods such as
interviews or focus groups, which could include cognitive testing of the prompts.
Studies could also expand on ways to use verb-based prompts to elicit stories
related to unintended and potentially negative outcomes. Additionally, studies could
ask about changes in each sphere, instead of asking participants to select a sphere
where the most change had occurred. Lastly, prompts that focus on learnings or
differences for different types of people, which were identified in our literature review
(Dutt and Grabe 2019; Asghar et al. 2018) but not included in our study, could offer a
wider breath of possible prompt designs for gender practitioners focused on

researching and evaluating gendered change.

Conclusions

As many evaluation practices move online to self-administered and remote
modalities, simple and reliable methods for qualitatively exploring complex changes
are becoming even more important. Yet studies into the semantic design of question
prompts for evaluations are nascent. This paper has described a systematic and
collaborative study concerning the design and assessment of four unique question
prompts used in evaluating complex gender-transformations for staff of a

development program in Cambodia.

Through an assessment of verb-, value-, sphere-, and theme-based prompt designs

(n=176), our study shows that the verb-based prompt was the most effective at
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eliciting personal, coherent, programmatic, and focused stories of gender-related
change. Our analysis suggests that the verb-based prompt was the most successful
because it leveraged concepts of embodiment in which all participants (both women
and men) were able to respond directly from their own perspective about their own
experiences. This is unique, especially in gender equality assessments, which often

focus on women rather than the gendered experiences of all individuals.

Findings from this analysis can inform not only gender-focused evaluations, but also
studies of other complex processes of change in aspects such as systems

strengthening and resilience building.

118.2% of women have experienced physical or sexual violence committed by husband/partner
(National Institute of Statistics [Cambodia], 2014)

i “Both this study and SMSU3 are focused on gender equality how experiences and interactions
are becoming more equal between women and men”

i Question 1: Pick and share an emoji that describes how you feel about this change.
Select one (1) or add your own option. (very happy, happy, unsure, sad, unhappy, mad, other).
Emoticons (emojis) were identified during our design workshops as a useful tool due to the
ubiquitous nature of visual cues within social media in Southeast Asia.

v Question 2: What is the outcome of this change? Click one (1) option (positive, neutral,
negative)
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Figure 1. Study process and data sources which informed each stage
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Figure 2. Personal nature of reported changes, by prompt October 2020, SMSU3
Cambodia. Researcher coded. n=164 (excludes 5 blank narratives)
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Figure 3. Programmatic contribution to change, by prompt October 2020, SMSU3
Cambodia. Researcher coded. n=164 (excludes 5 blank narratives)
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Figure 4. Average story quality, by prompt type, October 2020, SMSU3 Cambodia.
Researcher coded. n=169 (includes 5 blank narratives in grey)

=

Boxes

Box 1. Example of personal and non-personal stories

Example of a non-personal story “When there wasn’t gender [equality] in the workplace,
most of the employees were men, and the leader was a man. There weren’t any women
who worked as a leader. After the training and the promotion of gender [equality], there
are some changes. So, there are more women in the workplace and some leaders are
women. These changes are due to the understanding of the equality of gender. It means
that women and men have the same knowledge and leadership.” Sphere-based prompt,
Card: change at work

Example of a personal story “Previously, | thought that women could not be leaders.
Now | understand that women can do the same as men. Because | attended the training, |
understood that women and men have equal rights” Verb-based prompt, Card: change in
what you think.
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Box 2. Example of program related and non-program-related stories.

No connection to the program “Previously, it was thought that only men could study
higher. Nowadays, there is a change, daughters can study like sons. It is due to current
promotions.” Verb-based prompt, Card: change in what you think

Strong connection to program. “In my family, all the decisions are not only for me, but
my wife can also decide.... Previously, all decisions were on me alone. Now all the
important decisions in the family must be discussed and agreed smoothly. [This
happened] because | participated in training on the gender of men and women.” Theme-
based prompt, Card: change in workloads between women and men

Box 3. Examples of three levels of story coherence

1* - “There is a change from the work we have done” Value-based prompt, Negative
Iteration

3*** - “After learning about gender equality, | became more aware of gender equality and
participated in exchanging ideas and knowledge with each other, regardless of race or
gender.” Verb-based prompt, Card: change in what you think

Sxxxxx . “My family initially did not want me to work in a community that required travelling
long distances because they thought that long-distance travel was unsafe for women and
that working in remote areas could have both physical and emotional impacts. He [my
father] strictly forbids long-distance travel, which can be detrimental to health, especially
community theft and contempt. Now my family has changed a lot because | explained to
them the value of women, that women have the right to travel long distances without risk
and that my organisation thinks about respecting women's safety. The social reality and
behaviour of people is changing the mindset of my elders.” Theme-based prompt, Card:
changes in freedom of movement for women,
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Tables

Table 1. Hear, Create, Assess: Detailed description of the components of the collaborative evaluation process
(March — October 2020, SMSU3 Cambodia)

Component

Process

HEAR

Design
Workshops

Two in-person workshops (March 2020) considered the cross-
cultural challenges in prompt design and tensions between
prompt simplicity and specificity. The workshops ultimately
helped identify a first round of design criteria which were
refined through the CREATE phase.

CREATE

Systematic
Review

Systematic literature review of qualitative examples of
intervention-based gender equality assessments. The review
identified 18 relevant studies from 1,088 potential studies.
Studies identified from Web of Science and Scopus in English-
language from January 2000 - September 2020. Each article
was studied to understand the methods, question phrasing,
frequency, and participant types.

Semantic
Review

Detailed syntax review of narrative and retrospective
approaches to evaluation, focusing on 23 prompts from
published Sensemaker (van der Merwe et al., 2019) and Most
Significant Change (Davies and Dart, 2005) techniques.

Rapid Pilot

Three rounds of rapid piloting (n=28, July — September 2020)
to troubleshoot smartphone data collection, visuals, audio
options, and question response space (one long answer box,
many short answers boxes, and a blend).

Reflection
Interviews

Semi-structured interviews with five rapid pilot participants
(September 2020) to refine and simplify the prompt designs.
Interviews were live translated from Khmer to English, recorded
and transcribed.

ASSESS

Micronarrative
Collection

Short story collection from field-based staff members of the
project (n=154, October 2020). The micronarrative collection
was conducted in small batches (10-15 individuals per batch) in
Khmer on smartphones already owned by the staff members.
Participants submitted their stories either typing or speaking
using an online survey platform in Qualtrics with Phonic (audio
recording application) and were encouraged to find private
spaces to share their audio recordings. The survey included
multiple choice, free response, and audio recording questions.

Reflection
Interviews

Semi-structured interviews with a further 11 respondents to
reflect on the prompts and the micronarrative collection
process (October 20200.

Researcher
Observations

Observations through daily notes and recorded debrief
conversations from the lead researcher and two research
assistants (July — October 2020).
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Table 2. Design Criteria: Four dimensions of good narratives identified thorough the evaluation process, March
2020, SMSU3 Cambodia

First-person
description of a
personal
change

Dimension Definition Assessment Details

Focused: In our case, stories are related to Alignment with gender-related
Appropriately gender equality. concepts and dynamics.

focused

Personal: Stories depict real life occurrences | First-person description of a personal

and are related to the respondent’s
own personal experiences. This
dimension aims to improve story
trustworthiness.

change. This contrasts with observed
changes about another person.

Programmatic:

In our case, stories are related to

Inclusion of a description of a project

Linked to the recent gender-mainstreaming related intervention, such as a training
program interventions for staff. In contrast to | or job role.
influences stories reflecting more general

societal changes related to gender

equality.
Coherent: Stories contains sufficient detail Presence of the five main aspect of
Sufficiently and clarity to describe the change. | storytelling: who, what, where, when,
coherent and This is not a judgement of the and why. These aim to identify the
detailed significance of the narrative. context, mechanisms, and outcomes

of change.




EFFECTIVE QUESTION PROMPTS IN GENDER ASSESSMENTS

Table 3. Summary of the four selected prompts with regards to objectives, participants, visuals, and prompt wording.
Micronarrative collection October 2020, SMSU3 Cambodia
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Name

Value-based Sphere-based

Theme-based

Verb-based

Objective

Elicit stories of both
positive and negative
changes.

Elicit stories of change
which occur in different
locations.

Elicit stories associated with a set of pre-selected
outcomes with specific relevance for gender equality.

Elicit stories related to the
personal experiences of
change.

Participants

n=25 people, 39 stories n=16, 15 stories

n=25 people, 39 stories

n= 74 people, 71 stories

involvement in the
SMSU3 program, where
have you seen the most
significant change related
to gender equality?

involvement in the SMSU3
program, what has been
the most positive change
for you personally, related
to gender equality? What
were things like

before? What are things Within yourself
like now? What specifically | Within your family/home
changed? Why did this Within your work

change happen? Within the community
Has anything gotten
worse or changed
negatively for you
personally, related to
gender equality? If so,
what happened? What
were things like

before? What are things
like now? What specifically
changed? Why did this
change happen?

What specifically
changed? What were
things like before? What
are things like now? Why
did this change happen?

pick one of these cards which represents the most
significant change for you personally, related to gender
equality.

Changes in self-awareness of gender inequalities
Changes in attitudes towards women leaders
Changes in workloads between men and women
Changes in decision making between women and men
Changes in the level of conflict between men and women
Changes in communication between men and women
Changes in what is considered normal for men and
women

Changes in respect for and trust in women

Changes in participation of women

Changes in confidence for women

Changes in freedom of movement for women
Changes in personal safety for women

Changes in skills and knowledge for women

Other (Please describe)

What specifically changed? What were things like
before? What are things like now? Why did this change
happen?

Visual emoticons cards cards cards
Pre-prompt | Both this study and SMSUS3 are focused on gender equality how experiences and interactions are becoming more equal between women and men.
Prompt Thinking about your Thinking about your Thinking about your involvement in the SMSU3 program, | Thinking about your

involvement in the SMSU3
program, pick one of these
cards which represents the
most significant change for
you personally, related to
gender equality.

Change in what you know
Change in what you have
Change in what you think
Change in how you feel
Change in how you speak
Change in what you do

What specifically

changed? What were things
like before? What are things
like now? Why did this
change happen?
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